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A number of my questions are re l ated to the idea of site-
specificity and ‘a u d i e n ce ’. Your wo r k , and your self-co n-
fessed approach is almost c h a ra cterised as being at
odds with the established ga l l e ry /museum ‘sys t e m’,
choosing instead to locate work in the urban env i ro n-
m e nt. In an int e rv i ew with Wi re d m a gazine in 1994, fo r
i n s t a n ce , you stated t h at you we re ‘a l ways t rying to
bring unusual co nt e nt to a diffe re nt a u d i e n ce—a non-
a rt a u d i e n ce ’, describing your Guggenheim show as an
‘a b e r rat i o n’. Do you still feel t h at you are ‘running in t h e
opposite dire ct i o n . . . t rying to ge to u t of the art wo r l d
and go someplace else?’

I practice inside and outside the art wo rl d . A b o u t
3/4 of what I do is for a general public, and I
would like to be considered a regular artist, t o o.
The Xenon projections are a re l a t ive ly new way to
s h ow my tex t , and sometimes other material, t o
non-art audiences. These projections often are
u n a n n o u n c e d , and anony m o u s , so that people can
c o n c e n t rate on the content, and not wo r ry ab o u t
whether what they see is art or not.

In re l ation to my last q u e s t i o n ,do you feel any sense of
co n f l i ct in your invo l ve m e nt in commissions and ex h i b i-
tions which are ve ry much part of ‘the canon’ a n d
appeal specifically to the ‘a rt wo r l d ’. For instance ,m u c h
of the work ex p e r i e n ced by a UK audience has been
a l m o s t exc l u s i vely located in large ,N ational Lo t t e ry-
funded arts venues such as Baltic and Tate Live r p o o l .

Choosing to show in an art ve nue doesn’t necessar-
i ly exclude the general public. For ex a m p l e ,
because my projections are outdoors , a non-art
audience always attends. I would enjoy hav i n g
p rojections in unexpected locations, as we l l .

In terms of the ‘s i t e - s p e c i f i c i t y ’of your wo r ks, h ave yo u r
commissions for Baltic and Tate Liverpool been site-spe-
cific in terms of the immediate arc h i t e ct u ral ‘s i t e ’o r
h ave you also addre s s e d /co n s i d e red a wider (but a l s o
‘s i t e - s p e c i f i c’) socio-political co nt ex t in the cre ation of
the wo r ks?  

H o p e f u l ly these projections take the arch i t e c t u re
and the site into account, and speak to socio-politi-
cal concerns.

In wo r ks such as 'Truisms and Surv i val' the initial succe s s
of these wo r ks was partly (for me) dependent on t h e
fa ct t h at you had so adeptly manipulated the ‘t ra d i t i o n-
a l ’s p a ces of adve rtising in the pre s e nt ation of yo u r
wo r k , which was sited so t h at p a s s e r s - by or co n s u m e r s
would ‘happen upon’ or ‘stumble acro s s ’ the wo r k
a l m o s t by acc i d e nt. I ts h a res a lot of common gro u n d
with hip hop gra ffiti in this re s p e ct , and I know you have
co l l a b o rated with gra ffiti writers in the past and been
ve ry much part of this kind of ‘s u bve r s i ve ’, ye td e m o c rat-
i c ,a rt a ct i v i t y. H ow does this co m p a re to your wo r ks,
a gain with particular re fe re n ce to Tate Liverpool and
Baltic?  

One difference is that I was inv i t e d , and it wa s
l e g a l , to wo rk at the Tate and the Baltic. Wh a t
might be democratic about the pro j e c t i o n s ,
t h o u g h ,a re the varied points of view in the tex t s ,
and the accessibility of the wo rk . What could be
s u bve rs ive is the meaning and the subjects of the
w r i t i n g , and the fact of presenting this material
o u t d o o rs .

These installations seemed to be ex p e r i e n ced in a ra d i-
cally diffe re nt ,a l m o s t opposite way, in which crowd s
we re almost i nvited to ‘gat h e r ’as though in at t e n d a n ce
at an ‘ u nve i l i n g ’or an ‘ i l l u m i n at i o n’. In this way, t h e s e
commissions we re , to my mind,ve ry much an art wo r l d
s p e ctacle or an ‘eve nt.’ A re you co m fo rtable with t h i s
kind of pre s e nt ation and its intended audience ,g i ve n
your previous approaches and ant i p at hy towa rds the art
world ‘elite’?  

My pre f e rence always is for the Xenon to be stum-
bled upon rather than announced, but I don’t
mind the occasional presentation as artwo rk .
E ven when org a n i ze rs invite people; howeve r,
t h e re always is an accidental audience, t o o, a n d
that pleases me.

You obviously work ve ry much with an ‘a u d i e n ce ’i n
mind (as opposed to ‘ working for yo u r s e l f’ ) . I find it i ro n-
i c , and succe s s f u l ,t h at these wo r ks look totalitarian and
commanding (in terms of scale, the manufa ct u red ‘ l o o k ’
e t c.) but a re in fa ct often sugge s t i ve and questioning
rather than ‘ i m p o s i n g ’.

I am happy to know that this is how you find the
X e n o n , as commanding and questioning is a good
c o m b i n a t i o n .

Would you say t h at ‘ re a d e r- response t h e o r i e s ’a re a
m o t i vation in the cre ation of your wo r k ,t h at o n ce yo u
p u ti t ‘o u tt h e re ’your audience will complete the work?  

I don’t know mu ch about re a d e r- response theories,
but audience reaction is critical to me, and to
eve ry artist who wo rks in public. I study what
people do or don’t do at my eve n t s ,t ry to ove r h e a r
what is said and wa t ch people’s fa c e s . Ye s , I re ly
h e av i ly on the audience to create part of the
meaning of the wo rk , and so to complete it.

A n d , if so, a re you pre - o ccupied with the individual
response or enga ge m e nt (or ‘s o l i t a ry deco d i n g ’a s
Ed wa rd Said terms it) or are you more int e rested in
S t a n l ey Fi s h’s notion of re a d e r- response in terms of co l-
l e ct i ve responses or ‘ i nt e r p re t at i ve communities’?  

I am pre-occupied by both.

Your Truisms obviously co nvey some firmly held beliefs
and co n ce r n s, do you ever wo r ry about a u d i e n ces ‘ m i s-
re a d i n g ’m e s s a ges about issues such as ra p e ,v i o l e n ce
e t c.?  

Ye s , this is a concern. It is a delicate matter to
a dd ress hard questions and not have the wo rk be
s e n s a t i o n a l , or wo rs e ,s t u p i d ly provo c a t ive . On the
other hand, it would be counterp ro d u c t ive to pre-
t e n d — by ducking the subject—that violence does-
n ’t occur.

Is t h e re any element of attempted ‘co nt ro l ’ in how yo u r
work will be ‘ re a d ’, and if not, do you think t h e re should
be?  

I try to choose the right media and ve nues for the
tough tex t s , and the cruel writing is surro u n d e d
by sentences that are not.

You have spoken about the need to ‘o cc u py the Big
B rother media as well as the basement wo r ks h o p ’’ D o
you intend to co ntinue to work within both co nt exts?  

Ye s , I like eve rything from small sticke rs to larg e
scale high tech pro j e c t s .

I ’m reminded of Dave Hickey, discussing Christo p h e r
Wool in asking the nex tq u e s t i o n ,‘The int e resting ques-
tion is whether Wo o l ’s pictorial appro p r i ation of t h e
Co n g re gat i o n a l i s t kunsthalle actually constitutes an
e n d o r s e m e nt of its politics’. In terms of your own wo r k ,
can you consider this co m m e nt in re l ation to your wo r k
at Baltic and Tate Live r p o o l . Is t h e re an element of ‘s u b-
version from the inside’?  

I don’t think there ’s mu ch need to subvert art
s p a c e s . Art institutions are the least of the wo rl d ’s
p ro b l e m s , and deserve mu ch support. Although I
n ever know how effective anything I try is, I wo u l d
rather try to subvert the sort of thinking that
leads to wa r, and to routine assaults.

Yo u ’ve said t h at ‘t h e re ’s nothing wrong with art for art’s
s a ke ’. I agre e ,b u t do you find it re s t r i ct i ve to be co n s i d-
e red as an art i s t who wholly embra ces the idea of public
‘a cce s s ’ and ‘ i n c l u s i o n’, and opposed to art world elitism?  

I am delighted to be considered an artist who
e m b races public access, and I am happy when my
site specific installations in buildings such as Mies
van der Rohe’s new National Gallery in Berl i n ,o r
the Guggenheim's in New Yo rk and Bilbao, a re
re c og n i ze d . I have little control over how I am
c o n s i d e re d .

I was int e rested to see your work and the work of On
Kawa ra in the group show Ill Co m m u n i c ation at D u n d e e
Co nt e m p o ra ry Art s . Your work from the ‘ 70s was juxta-
posed with ‘co nt e m p o ra ry ’n ew media wo r k . H ow did
you feel in being placed as a new media ‘ p i o n e e r ’o r
‘exe m p l a r ’ to these yo u n ger art i s t s, and was it odd to
see your cutting-e d ge use of t e c h n o l o gy exhibited as a
n ew media ‘a rt e fa ct’? Do you think t h e re was an ele-
m e nt of attempting to co n s t r u ct a lineage of new
media art t h e re?  

I didn’t see this, so I don’t know ex a c t ly what wa s
a t t e m p t e d , or how I would have re a c t e d . P i o n e e r
is not bad, but I want to believe I am not a dead
dinosaur ye t .

Can you tell me more about your new media work? Do
you view the web a re s o u rce , or a new ‘to o l ’ in which yo u
can document work and make it a ccessible (in the way
you once used posters, s t i c ke r s, t- s h i rts etc. , or the way
Land Artists used document a ry photo g ra p hy in ga l-
l e r i e s)?  

Yes the web is a useful new way to hang wo rk
w h e re people stare . The web pieces function
s o m ewhat the way that the posters did, when peo-
ple would write on these street wo rk s . In the (now
ve ry old) web piece I invited visitors to comment
on my texts by rewriting them. Then their
responses we re save d , just as I would ke e p, a n d
then ponder, comments scrawled on my posters .

W h at a re your curre nt p re - o cc u p ations and can you t e l l
me about a ny fo rt h coming pro j e ct s ?

I am trying and failing to write something ade-
quate about the wa r. I have a number of pro j e c-
tions and installations in progress and in disarray.

“When ex a m i n e d ,
a n swer with questions.”

Susannah Thompson interv i ews Jenny Holzer

Jenny Holzer,
From Laments,
Baltic 2002


